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Toward Positive Theory: An Alternative Approach The	main	thrust	of	this	article	is	devoted	to	a	number	of	speculative	comments	about	the	nature	of	a	new	economics	of	voluntary	action,	with	particular	emphasis	on	"Type	B"	mutual	and	donative	associations,	societies,	congregations,	groups	and	other	similar	forms	of	collectivities.	What	follows	is	an	effort	to	address	in	an	affirmative	manner	such	questions	as:	What	is	the	nature	of	economic	action	"outside"	the	market,	the	household	
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and	the	state?	(It	has	already	been	established	what	it	is	not.)	What	is	that	something	other	than	earning	a	profit	which	energizes	those	who	operate	in	the	voluntary	sector	or	commons?	Are	there	any	recognizable	rational	economic	criteria	employed	by	voluntary	sector	actors	who	frankly	acknowledge	the	absence	or	inappropriateness	of	measures	such	as	profit	maximization,	Pareto	optimality	and	efficiency?	The	perspective	set	forth	here	is	termed	common	goods	economics,	or	endowment	theory.	It	is	deeply	grounded	in	philosophical	pragmatism	and	sociological	interactionism:	The	writings	of	C.S.	Pierce,	W.	James,	J.	Dewey,	G.H.	Mead,	W.I.	Thomas,	H.	Blumer,	K.	Burke,	H.S.	Sullivan,	et.	al.,	have	contributed	importantly	to	it.	However,	none	of	these	sources	ever	attempted,	or	so	far	as	is	known,	contemplated	an	economics	of	voluntary	action.	Thus,	rather	than	clutter	the	text	with	additional	references	to	works	which	are	discussed	in	standard	social	theory	texts,	the	interested	reader	unfamiliar	with	these	authors	should	consult	such	texts.	Martindale	(1960)	is	still	an	excellent	introduction	to	most	of	the	relevant	issues,	despite	its	age.		












Easy Public Goods Common Goods 
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It is possible to identify a rational choice model which bears some resemblance to 
actual nonprofit settings and identifies a set of standards and criteria for evaluating 
choices in those settings. Common goods, or endowment theory appears to offer a 
way to approach the allocation of resources in the nonprofit sector which respects 
the integrity of voluntary action without inappropriately reducing such action to the 
categories of the market place. Moreover, it is highly probable that many of the 
most interesting and provocative findings of nonprofit economics can be 
incorporated and also stated positively in endowment theory.  
Regardless, the economics of the voluntary sector need not be treated exclusively 
as a series of negations. Positive statements can be made about collective action in 
the commons, just as they can about economic action in the market, state and 
household. The most fundamental of these is that actors in the commons need not 
be held to the standards of buyers and sellers in order for their behavior to be 
treated as economically rational. To do so is to fall victim to the limits of the same 
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